JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. The late lamented Mitchell Dahood was noted for the use he made of the Ugaritic and other Northwest Semitic texts in the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible. Although many of his views are open to question, it is indisputable that the Ugaritic and other Northwest Semitic texts have revolutionized our understanding of the Bible. One matter in which this is certainly the case is the subject of this paper, Asherah.' Until the discovery of the Ugaritic texts in 1929 and subsequent years it was common for scholars to deny the very existence of the goddess Asherah, whether in or outside the Bible, and many of those who did accept her existence wrongly equated her with Astarte. Since the discovery of the Ugaritic texts, however, no one can deny that there was a Canaanite goddess Asherah, independent of Astarte, and it is generally accepted that this same goddess appears a number of times in the OT-though even today there are still a few scholars who refuse to face the facts, as we shall see below. In treating the subject of Asherah I shall discuss first Asherah in Northwest Semitic literature and then Asherah in the Hebrew Bible.
name of the god Bethel, literally "house of El." Although one clearly cannot be dogmatic, it seems to me that this view has certain attractions.
As was pointed out above the goddess Athirat is sometimes called Qudsu (qds). When we find the gods referred to as the bn qds (see CTA 2.1.21, 38, 17.1.4, etc.) it is therefore natural to suppose that this should be rendered "sons of Qudsu" and not simply "sons of holiness" as some scholars translate it, given the fact that the gods were regarded as the sons of Athirat. This supposition is further reinforced by the close parallelism of the following two passages, one of which has bn. 'atrt and the other bn qds: in CTA 3.V.46-47 Anat laments wn. 'in. bt [.] 
" This name Qudsu is noteworthy in that it
not only is attested in the Ugaritic texts but also is known in Egypt as the name of a goddess. She is well known from depictions on Egyptian reliefs and amulets of the New Kingdom,12 especially the Ramesside era, where she is characteristically depicted naked, wearing a Hathor wig, and standing on a lion, holding snakes in one hand and flowers in the other, and sometimes snakes in both hands. She is often depicted together with the gods Resheph and Min and her erotic character is clearly emphasized. The most remarkable representation is on a relief that was discovered at Thebes and is now in the collection of Winchester College in England. The goddess is called qds-'strt-'nt, which indicates a fusion of Qudsu (Athirat) with the other major Canaanite goddesses Astarte and Anat.13 Plaques and figurines of the Qudsu type are known from Syria and Palestine from ca. 1700-1200 B.C.,14 so that we may be confident that we have here representations of the goddess Athirat. It is very interesting that all these depictions make her function as a fertility goddess abundantly clear. This aspect of her character is played down in the Ugaritic texts in favor of her role as a mother goddess, but it reappears in the OT, where she is constantly associated with Baal and is clearly associated with sacred prostitution in 2 Kgs 23:7. This Astarte-like aspect of her character was therefore not a later, first-millennium development but was an original part of her nature, even though it is not emphasized in the Ugaritic texts.
What are the major occasions in which Athirat appears in the Ugaritic texts? Most prominently she appears in the text concerning Baal's desire for 12 See ANEP, pls. 470-74. 13 Another Ugaritic text in which Athirat plays a prominent role is the myth in CTA 23 about the birth of Shahar and Shalim, the gods begotten of El who symbolize dawn and dusk. In this text El seduces two women in a scene that has been described by Albright as "one of the frankest and most sensuous in ancient Near-Eastern literature."15 The two women are Athirat and rhmy. There is dispute over the identity of rhmy. The most popular view is that she is to be equated with Anat, who is called elsewhere rhm "maiden" (see CTA 6.11.5, 27). It would be surprising, however, for one named the Virgin Anat to be a mother goddess, and there are no other indications in the Ugaritic texts that this goddess, who figures there frequently, was a wife of El. The suggestion has been made that rhmy might simply be another name for Athirat (compare the name of the composite deity Kothar-and-Hasis). However, the text certainly reads as if they were two separate women. It may be, therefore, that rhmy is the name of a completely independent goddess, to be equated neither with Anat nor with Athirat. It has been suggested that rhmy might be equivalent to the Akkadian goddess dsa-su-ra-tum, a word that means "womb" (cf. Heb. rehem "womb"). This view may now be rejected, since dsa-su-ra-tum was equated rather with ktrt, the birth-goddess, as we now know from parallel god lists.16
In Astarte would suit this, as would her title Virgo Caelestis (cf. "Virgin Anat"). Cross, however, has argued that Tinnit is to be equated with Asherah.42 He thinks the name tnt is related to tnn "dragon," so that she would be "the One of the dragon" or "the Dragon Lady" (cf. 'atrt ym understood as "She who treads on the sea"). Since her consort is BaalHammon, who is commonly equated with El, it would be natural for her to be Asherah. It may be argued, however, that if tnt really is derived from tnn "dragon," the name should mean "female dragon" rather than "the One of the dragon," and in any case the translation of 'atrt ym as "She who treads on the sea" is open to question, as has been shown above. As for BaalHammon, although he is commonly supposed to be El, it is more natural to believe that he is a form of Baal. Baal-Hammon is frequently called simply Baal (see KAI 137. where it has nemus "wood" or "grove," and Judg 3:7, where it read Ashtaroth for MT Asheroth. The targum offers no enlightenment, simply transliterating the word Asherah. When we come to the Peshitta we find a variety of renderings. It has dehldta "object of reverence," "fearful thing" nineteen times, getleta "trees" twice, hesldta "molten images" twice, salmi "images" twice, petakere "idols" twice, 'dlawata "high places" once, nemre (meaning uncertain) three times, 'andriante (possibly a Greek word meaning "statue") once, and in Judg 3:7 it renders 'astdrte (note initial aleph).
1) in the Punic inscriptions, which suggests that this was his name and not simply an epithet meaning "the lord (of Hammon)." Nor is he ever called El in Punic texts. Any deity containing the element b ' in his name is most naturally interpreted as a form of the god Baal unless there is strong evidence to the contrary. Moreover, in Latin inscriptions Baal-Hammon bears the epithet frugifer and deus frugum, indicating a fertility god, which does not suit El very well but fits Baal admirably. Even the fact that classical sources often refer to Baal-Hammon
According A. Lemaire accepts that there are a few apparent references to Asherah as a goddess in the OT but seeks to explain them away simply as the work of Deuteronomic redactors who wished to root out the Asherim (understood as sacred trees) by attributing idolatrous status to them.49 E. Lipinski finds two passages that might appear to refer to a goddess Asherah in the OT but claims that both are textually dubious.50 However, none of these views is convincing.
With regard to Bernhardt, it may be noted that he puts forward the following arguments against the view that the OT goddess Asherah is to be equated with the Ugaritic goddess Athirat. First, he notes that in the Ugaritic texts Athirat's role is essentially that of mother of the gods, whereas in the OT Asherah has the character of a fertility goddess. Second, he points out that in the Ugaritic texts Athirat is the consort of El, whereas in the OT she is associated a number of times with Baal, which suggests that she is regarded as his consort. Third, he reminds us that Athirat is associated with the sea in the Ugaritic texts but there is no sign of this in the OT in connection with Asherah. To these arguments the following replies may be made. First, as was noted earlier, Athirat is sometimes called Qudsu in the Ugaritic texts, and representations of Qudsu have been found in Egypt that reveal her as a fertility goddess of marked erotic character. Comparable representations of the Qudsu type are also known from Syria and Palestine dating from the second millennium B.C. It is therefore clear that Athirat at that time did have the character of a fertility goddess, even though this aspect is not emphasized in the Ugaritic texts. Second, it is true that Athirat is the consort of El in the Ugaritic texts yet appears to be associated sometimes with Baal in the OT. However, as we have already seen above, the Hittite Elkunirsa myth from the second millennium B.C. shows us that Asertu (Athirat), the consort of Elkunirsa (El), was already going awhoring after the storm god (Baal). The OT allusions to Asherah alongside Baal may imply that she eventually got her manl Third, the absence of reference to an association of the OT goddess Asherah with the sea is an argument e silentio and hardly of great weight, especially when we consider how little the OT really tells us about Asherah anyway. Finally, I would note that just as the Ugaritic goddess Athirat was the mother of the gods, so the OT goddess Asherah was closely associated with the host of heaven (cf. clearly the sons of Yahweh in the OT, it follows that the sons of God were regarded as Asherah's offspring in syncretistic circles. Since the sons of God clearly correspond with the host of heaven (cf. Job 38:7), it appears that we may hold that the host of heaven were probably regarded as the offspring of Asherah. We thus have evidence that Asherah could be regarded as the mother of the gods in ancient Israel just as at Ugarit. In conclusion, therefore, Bernhardt's attempt to dissociate OT Asherah from Ugaritic Athirat is unsuccessful.
Lemaire's attempt to dismiss the apparent references to a goddess Asherah in the OT as simply the work of Deuteronomic redactors wishing to root out the Asherim (understood as sacred trees) by attributing idolatrous status to them is also unconvincing. Nowhere does he present any evidence for this view. It appears to be simply a desperate attempt to deal with the problem that, having argued that the Asherim in the OT generally are sacred trees, he finds a few references that do not seem to fit this hypothesis (he cites Judg 3:7; 1 Kgs 18:19; 2 Kgs 23:4; 2 Chr 24:18). However, quite apart from the fact that it is unlikely that the Asherim were actual living trees (as we shall see below), Lemaire nowhere comes to terms with the fact that it would be a remarkable coincidence for the Deuteronomic redactors to create a Canaanite goddess Asherah in such a haphazard way when there actually was a prominent Canaanite deity with the very same name, as we know from the Ugaritic texts. Surely it is far more natural to suppose that the OT allusions to a goddess Asherah actually reflect the goddess of that name known from the Ugaritic texts and elsewhere. The Asherim would then be her cult symbols.
Next it is necessary to consider the views of Lipiinski. He finds only two places in the Hebrew Bible where Asherah might appear to be the name of a goddess, Judg 3:7 and 1 Kgs 18:19, but he rejects them both. In Judg 3:7 the Israelites are accused of having served "the Baals and the Asheroth," but since the parallel passages in Judg 2:13; 10:6; 1 Sam 7:4 and 12:10 allude rather to "the Baals and the Ashtaroth," Lipinski prefers to regard Asheroth as a scribal error for Ashtaroth in Judg 3:7. In 1 Kgs 18:19 he thinks the reference to the four hundred prophets of Asherah is an intrusion since they play no role in the subsequent story of the ordeal on Mount Carmel and the words are marked with an asterisk in the Hexapla, which implies that they were not an original part of the LXX text. In any case, he thinks that the words should be better translated "the four hundred prophets of the shrine." With regard to Judg 3:7 it may be argued against Lipiniski, however, that even if "Asheroth" is not the original reading, the parallelism with "the Baals" still testifies to the understanding of Asheroth as an expression of divinity that certainly predates the Septuagint. The fact that Asheroth is the lectio difficilior suggests that it is the original reading; probably both Asheroth and Ashtaroth were general expressions for Canaanite female deities in the OT. Lemaire's attempt to counter these arguments is distinctly weak, for he claims on the one hand that the usage of the verb 'acsa is very broad. He appeals to 1 Kgs 12:32, where 'asa is employed of a feast, the golden calves, and the high places. On the other hand he claims that the use of the verbs bdna and ndsab was motivated by the other objects mentioned alongside the Asherim in these passages, namely, the high places (bdm6t) and the pillars (massebot). However, it is difficult to see how 1 Kgs 12:32 offers any support for Lemaire's case, since the golden calves and the high places clearly were manufactured objects and there is nothing surprising about the use of 'dsa in connection with a feast. None of these is comparable to a tree. Furthermore, if bana and ndsab were only really appropriate for use in connection with the high places and pillars and not the Asherim, one would expect a different verb to have been employed in connection with the latter. The only natural conclusion is that the Asherim were genuinely manmade objects, and this is widely accepted. A further point that may be made is that we read in Jer 17:2 of "their Asherim, beside every luxuriant tree," which would be odd if the Asherim were themselves trees. What then of Deut 16:21? Does this refer to the Asherah as a tree? Since all the other allusions in the OT that I have just noted imply that the Asherah was a manmade object, this would be surprising, especially since they come from the same body of literature-the Deuteronomic corpus. It is therefore more natural to translate 'es in Deut 16:21 as "wood, wooden thing" rather than "tree," a meaning that is amply attested elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible (see b6t) . The Asherah must refer to the same object in both groups of passages. Now the former group of passages alludes to the Asherah being cut down and Lipiniski himself agrees that a shrine cannot be meant and that the latter group of passages refers to Asherim under every luxuriant tree, which rules out the likelihood that the Asherim were themselves trees. Since both groups of passages must refer to the same object, as we have seen, it follows that the Asherah can be neither a shrine nor a grove.56
The fourth and most natural view-and, incidentally, the most widely held opinion-is that the Asherim were wooden poles sacred to the goddess Asherah. That there was a definite connection between the Asherah cult object and the goddess Asherah is clearly suggested, for example, by a comparison of 2 Kgs 21:3, where we read that Manasseh "erected altars for Baal, and made an Asherah, as Ahab king of Israel had done, and worshiped all the host of heaven, and served them," with 2 Kgs 23:4, where we read of "all the vessels made for Baal, for Asherah, and for all the host of heaven." In the former verse the Asherah is clearly a cult object, since it is said to have been made, whereas in the latter verse Asherah is certainly a deity, as is indicated by the context. Yet in both cases (the) Asherah is mentioned alongside Baal and the host of heaven, which indicates a close connection between them. We may assume that the Asherah cult object symbolized the goddess Asherah. Yet is has already been noted that the Asherah was neither a living tree, since it is manmade, nor simply an image of the goddess, since it is clearly distinguished from images on several occasions. It therefore seems most natural to suppose that the Asherah was some kind of wooden pole symbolizing the goddess Asherah. If so, it is interesting to note that this would harmonize with a little-noticed passage in Philo of Byblos which states that the Phoenicians "consecrated pillars and staves (pa8ous) after their names [of their gods]" (Eusebius Praep. ev. 1.10.11).
Is it possible to say more about the nature of these sacred poles? Unfortunately, we do not have any enlightenment from archaeological discoveries in Syria and Palestine, because of the perishable nature of wood. We do have a number of artistic representations of sacred poles and stylized trees from the ancient Near East, but it is impossible to know which, if any, of these represent the Asherah.57 R. A. Oden has proposed that the caduceus, whose origin he finds in the palm tree and which was the symbol of the Punic goddess Tinnit, is to be equated with the OT Asherah. 
